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THE FIRST SEVEN Y EA R S, FAT OR LEAN?
Pieter Muysken 
University o f  Amsterdam
The editor, Glenn Gilbert, and I were walking along the Dutch gold 
reserves hidden away in the Nederlandse Bank, the middle of Amsterdam. 
We were looking for a cappuccino on the way back from a very productive 
and friendly lunch meeting (there were also sandwiches with peanut butter 
and chocolate sprinkles; fond memories) at Benjamins. It must have been 
1985 or so. At the time Geoffrey Pullum was still fresh and writing funny 
columns in Natural Language and Linguistic Theory , and inspired by this I 
suggested to Glenn starting a column section. Glenn agreed, but said (I 
hope my memory is right) that he could think of several candidate colum­
nists, but not of anyone who could do a good job of it permanently, so why 
not rotate? Anyway, now it has come back to me.
Richard and Sally Price give their remainder reviews section in the 
New West-Indian Guide  (to name yet another very interesting journal) 
spicy-sounding names like “Caribbean pepper pot,” and one wonders 
whether there is something about the field of creole studies that makes it so 
peppery —  so full of controversy, and interestingly enough much of it about 
the same issues that set Coelho and Schuchardt apart from Adam a century 
ago. Anyway, I have promised myself not to write about substrate, etc., if 
I can help it, but it is perhaps my duty to be at least a bit controversial at 
times.
Not to worry, mentioning Coelho et al. I will not go the road of saying 
there is nothing new under the sun. However, I would like to start my col­
umns off with an overall review of JPCL's  first seven volumes. What have 
we got so far, where are the advances, where are the spots that remain
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weak? Having a journal of their own, creolists can carry on more focused 
discussions, but there is always the risk that those discussions degenerate 
into something only card-carrying creolists care about. Given the general 
interest in pidgins and creoles of the seventies and eighties, this would be a 
great shame.
I will begin with some statistics, if only to show that I take my task seri­
ously. Languages and areas covered in the journal (if I get the figures right, 
the phone keeps ringing for the SPCL conference here in June) show a 
fairly wide spread.
Table 1. Language and general themes discussed in JPCL 1-7
Substra te /Bioprogram 9
Car ibbean  English Creole  6
Suriname 8
Methodology 2
Sango/Fanagalo  2
Icelandic Pidgins, Russenorsk ,  Chinook  5
Tok  Pisin/Melanesian/Chinese English PC 9
English PC: India,  Liberia,  West Africa 3
Portuguese  PC: West Africa,  Sri Lanka ,  T im or ,  Guine-Bissau 9
Pap iam entu /Pa lenquero /Boza l  7
Hait ian +  o the r  Car ibbean  French PC 6
Isle de France Creole  8
Negerhollands  1
Exper imenta l  Pidgin and Foreigner  Talk 2
Not a whole lot on non-European-based Pidgins and Creoles, while many 
of the possible advances in our field will need to come from that area. 
Given the earlier literature, somewhat of a shift away from the complex 
referred to as Caribbean English Creole. Jamaican and Black English 
receive little mention, for instance. Not much on the Dutch-related 
Creoles, but I guess we are the ones here in the Netherlands to do more on 
that, now that Berbice Dutch has been well studied by Ian Robertson and 
Silvia Kouwenberg and the amount of material available for Negerhollands 
is growing (more about that in a later column). A pleasant surprise was the 
increase of material on Portuguese Pidgins and Creoles.
Now turn to Table 2, in which constructions, grammatical components, 
and themes discussed in JPCL  1-7 are tabulated.
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Table 2. Grammatical components and constructions studied in JPCL 1-7
General /Historical  
Genera l  descriptive 
Complementizers /Clause  types 
Serial verb constructions 
Copula
T ense /M ood/A spec t ,  Aux ,  Particles, Negation
Predicate  types
Reflexive Binding
Phonology (nasalization),  Prosody
Noun phrases  / D e te rm ine r  phrases
Topicalization,  Relativization
Lexicon
Morphology (compounding)
9
6
6
6
5
4
3
2
2
2
2
21
10
Again, the main impression is not surprising. The grand themes: serializa­
tion, pre-verbal particles, complementizers, and the copula, are well rep­
resented. A number of relatively unknown pidgins and creoles are 
described. We owe the theme of reflexive binding to the very interesting 
work of Carden and Stewart; hopefully there will be more work in this 
domain, particularly since the binding phenomena in different languages 
have produced much more complex theories than the one originally envis­
aged in the GB mainstream literature. Given the recent upsurge of interest 
in determiner systems and the structure of the noun phrase, e .g ., in the GB- 
tradition, it would not be surprising if much more work would start coming 
out on determiner systems and the like, again an area where comparative 
work is needed urgently.
What continues to be striking is that so little is published in phonology. 
For morphology there is always the weak excuse that pidgins and creoles 
have little morphology, although the areas of compounding, reduplication, 
nominalization, and conversion tend to be quite complex, and result in 
interestingly different patterns among the languages involved. For phonolo­
gy, a comparison with “noncreole linguistics,” exemplified, for example, in 
N L L T  [Natural Language and Linguistic Theory, -ed.], is sobering, and I 
feel this is an unfortunate historical accident. The areas of tone, vowel har­
mony, epenthesis or paragogy, and syllable structure, to name but a few 
areas, all demand the same kind of scrutiny that serial verbs and the copula
r  •
have been subjected to.
Another crucial gap, in my opinion, concerns the relation between
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creole studies and language contact studies. Apart from the attempt at a 
synthesis in Thomason and Kaufmann’s book, few recent studies have 
linked creoles and language contact explicitly, and in JPCL  they are almost 
absent. This is unfortunate, I think, because much of the time creolists are 
drawing up scenarios about what happened in some fort, slave market, or 
plantation, as much as several hundred years ago. These scenarios are sub­
ject to two potentially fatal flaws: first, often the historical knowledge 
about who, when, where, and how is scanty, although again demographic 
history keeps bringing in new results. Second, assumptions are often made 
about second language learning, interference, relexification, and so on, 
which are not based on what has come to be known about these processes. 
In the areas of acquisition, code-switching and code-mixing, borrowing, 
and bilingual processing, tremendous progress has been made, which has 
not had sufficient effect on the scenarios proposed, it seems.
Again, such criticism is sometimes met with the objection that contem­
porary research in these fields is irrelevant because the process of enslave­
ment and subsequently the situation of slavery were so extreme and so 
different from what is ordinary in contemporary societies that the unifor- 
mitarian principle does not apply. This is a valid objection in that all the 
processes mentioned have been shown to be strongly determined by the 
social context in which they occur. Learning German in a classroom in a 
French lycée is very different from learning it in the streets of Kreuzberg, 
the Turkish quarter in Berlin. The type of code-switching and lexical inter­
ference from a national language that we find in minority language radio 
broadcasts is again quite different from what we have when bilingual ado­
lescents joke in conversations involving that same minority and national 
language. Language contact research is getting to the stage, however, 
where variability and social embedding can be met squarely, in terms of 
typologies of bilingual speech behavior. These typologies, in turn, could be 
the basis for more realistic pidgin and creole scenarios.
A third area which the journal articles tend to shy away from is lan­
guage change. For an essentially historical discipline, pidgin and creole 
studies have more often than not had a persona  steeped in synchrony, not 
diachrony. Again, this ahistorical perspective is rather beside the point. 
The dynamic nature of pidgins and creoles is often ignored, so that, say, 
20th-century Papiamentu is taken as representative of a putative early 
stage, and this without further comment. In addition, the recent 
methodological innovations and theoretical insights of historical linguistics
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have not yet had much impact  in the creole field.
Have  the years been fat or  lean for JPCL (which I take  to be r e p re s e n t ­
ative o f  the field as a whole)?  I have mixed feelings. O n  the one  hand ,  the 
articles have been  of  good  quali ty th ro u g h o u t .  O n  the o th e r ,  the field could 
use some new ideas,  to put  it mildly, p e rh ap s  th rough  closer links with 
ne ighbor ing  subdisciplines.
